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Abstract 

Women in conflict are often the worst affected and become victims of physical 

violence, sexual violence, and psychological casualties due to war and conflict. The 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict has also its horrendous effects on women in particular which is 

also manifested by Susan Abulhawa in her novel The Blue Between Sky and Water. Majority 

of the characters in the novel are women who face atrocities due to conflict, displacement, 

and instability as refugees in Gaza and elsewhere. They suffer heavily with the consequences 

under Israeli occupation and in exile. The paper will explore how Abulhawa underscores the 

women perspective of identity, personal freedom and belongingness in the novel. With the 

depiction of women as strong, resilient and determined, she accentuates the responses of 

mailto:rakeshbcju@gmail.com
mailto:fatimamosavi405@gmail.com


IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019                            1018                                                                                                                                     
 
 

women in oppression with resistance. The present paper seeks to find the ways and 

experiences in which women become both victims of conflict and savior of their own lives 

and other characters due to their fortitude and ability to resolve with their sufferings in the 

novel The Blue Between Sky and Water, as the real source of chivalry. The paper will 

endeavour on how Abulhawa creates new paradigms of portraying women as brave and 

highlights the experiences of women in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

 

keywords: women, conflict, violence, life force, displacement 

The Palestinian-Israeli conflict remains a notorious political contestation from the 

catastrophe of 1948, which is one of the worst events in the history of the world. It led to the 

mass exodus of around 75,000 indigenous people, destroyed many villages and still 

continues. The Palestinian diaspora ranges from refugees scattered mainly in the Middle East, 

European countries and the United States. The diasporic ramification and its unending 

circumstances have left its people with little hope, and they continue to desire for their long-

lost homeland. “Today nearly five million Palestinians who live in the occupied West Bank 

and besieged Gaza Strip are trying to survive day-to-day-life, without any real long-term 

hopes and expectations” (Aljazeera). The Palestinian Diasporic predicament has been a 

subject of the highest concern in the literary scene of Arab literature and Arab Diasporic 

literature since 1920s. Palestinian woman writers comes in the tradition of the Middle East 

women literature since the twentieth century, giving voice to unheard sensibilities and 

representing the women perspective of feminism, nation,  identity, and belongingness.  

The Palestinian-American writer Susan Abulhawa is the author of two internationally 

acclaimed novels Mornings in Jenin (2010) first published as Scar of David in 2006 and The 

Blue Between Sky and Water (2015). Both the novels are a family saga of Palestinian 
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hardships in refugee camps against the backdrop of the Middle-East Conflict. Her first novel 

remained an International bestseller and the second novel is highly praised as her masterpiece 

work. Abulhawa was born in Kuwait in 1970 as a refugee and at the age of 13 moved to 

America. Displaced from her land, she portrays the incidents of uprootedness, violence, and 

sufferings in her novels. She is also a human rights activist and founder of the NGO 

“Playground for Palestine”, an organisation working for the Palestinian children ‘right to 

play’. 

The Blue Between Sky and Water tells the story of a resilient Palestinian family of four 

generations who lived in a small fictional village of Beit Daras. The story proceeds quite 

earlier before the invasion of Israeli forces in Palestine and expands upto the present time. It 

tells the tale of the Baraka family, Um Mamdouh the great grandmother, her daughters 

Nazmiyeh and Mariam and son Mamdouh. Khaled, who live somewhere between the sky and 

water is the narrator of the novel. Um Mamdouh is a crazy woman who could communicate 

with the djin (spirit) Sulayman, and prohesises the upcoming catastrophe.  Nazmiyeh is the 

headstrong yet adorable girl who takes care of her mother and sister Mariam. Mariam is an 

enigmatic girl with one blue and one brown eye and is interested in reading and writing. 

Their brother Mamdouh, excels in the business of apiculture during the good days. This 

generation of her family has to counter the upheaval of occupation, dislocation, and misery. 

The latter part of the novel forms the heartbreaking life story of Nur, the granddaughter of 

Mamdouh, who grows up in the United States. Before fate could blow their lives, the family 

lived happily in the ideal village surrounded by gardens, rivers, and olives. This is suggested 

by the novelist in the chapter that follows the lavish explanation of the village, its beauty, 

food and people who are pretty contented with their lives.  

Several times Nazmiyeh followed her to see Khaled. Never finding him, 

Nazmiyeh concluded Mariam had made him up to try to explain her self-
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taught literacy, and they settled into their lives thus. Those were perhaps the 

happiest days of the Barakas’ lives together. Um Mamdouh was respected, 

Mamdouh was happy in his job keeping his bees, and Nazmiyeh became 

dreamy, looking prettier than ever. (21) 

   But the good olden days soon perished due to the Catastrophe of 1948 when the 

European Jewish community formed the Jewish state of Israel, inflicting holocaust and 

making the Palestinians homeless. The pain of which is defined by the narrator, “But the 

violence of an alien story burned those meandering native days, and the Mediterranean Sea 

lapped out at our history’s wounds along the shores of Gaza.” The upshot of armed conflict 

and war although effect the entire communities; women and children are terribly affected 

because of their status and sex. Abulhawa’s representation of the Palestinian condition in 

conflict is a representation of the whole Palestinian community but the plight of women 

cannot be overlooked in the broader perspective of the state politics. During the catastrophe 

of 1948, not only did the people were displaced from their land, homes and material assets 

were also destroyed leading to the destruction of almost thousands of families; women and 

children fled their homes or were brutally killed. This instance is portrayed in the novel when 

the Israeli forces invade the village of Beit Daras leading to destruction and murder. “During 

the last attack in April, fifty women and children from Beit Daras were slaughtered in a 

single day, after which men ordered their families to flee to Gaza, while they remained to 

fight” (27). It is further evident in the novel when the Israeli forces besiege the Gaza strip by 

bombing the settlements of refugees. This miserably ruins the temporary yet build with sweat 

and blood ‘homes’ of Nazmiyeh and other refugees in Gaza, and they are compelled to live in 

makeshift tents, where scarcity of food and necessities are normal in the refugee camps.  
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Political conflict and hostilities have a significant influence on women and children as they 

spur a high level of sexual, physical, mental and financial violence. Violence against women 

on the international level by the United Nations provides the following definition: 

The term violence against women means any act of gender-based violence that results 

in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm, or suffering to 

women including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty 

whether occurring in public or private life. 

Violence in armed conflict takes different forms such as murder, rape, pillage, forced slavery, 

displacement, sexual abuse and rape being considered as a strategic tactic of war. Every 

character in the novel endures different kinds of violence as inflicted by militarization and 

Israeli power forces. When the village of Beit Daras is besieged by Israeli forces, the village 

burn in flames, chaos surrounds the whole village and women and children hurry towards 

safe places with bundles of goods on their heads. Yuval-Davis in her book Gender and 

Nation (1997) highlights the gender perspective of war and says that military movements and 

wars affect women adversely; rape being one of the most horrific weapons used against 

populations by invading armies. This instance is evident in the novel when Nazmiyeh goes in 

search of Mariam back to the village, she is warned by a woman of the violence and horrors 

thrust upon women; “I cannot bring myself to describe what they are doing to women.” This 

suggests the unprecedented victimisation of women by the power forces during the conquest. 

Nazmiyeh is looted and gang-raped; Mariam and Um Mamdouh irrespective of their ages are 

killed without mercy. During the bombings in Gaza, Nazmiye’s only daughter’s husband is 

killed, leaving the family devastated. The consequence of the atrocities not only impact the 

subjects at the time of contestation but remains subdued in their subconscious which time and 

again barge in their day to day lives, thus, frustration and psychological casualties. When 

Nazmiyeh’s first child Mazen is born, she is suspicious of his legitimacy. When she first sees 
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the newborn, she is reminded of the eyes of her rapists, refuses to feed the child and pushes 

him away. The consequence of such violence is that Nazmiyeh live in a state of fear and 

paranoia throughout. As the narrator explains her situation in the lines:  

But the soldiers hidden in memory entered, reenacting an old trauma. She sat 

up in bed when the gun rang out and Mariam fell. My jiddo Atiyeh held her in 

their bed. “I couldn’t outsmart them. Mariam is dead again and Nur is alone 

and frightened,” she sobbed, pursued by the dream. (87) 

The plight of Nazmiyeh’s victimisation is further observed when Mazen’s consciousness of 

the fact leads him to join the Palestinian resistance group and is taken into prison. In every six 

months, Nazmiyeh and her children along with other women of the village would visit their 

husbands, sons and their male guardians. The process of the visit is pathetic and traumatizing 

to the women who are harassed by the Israeli army in every possible way. 

Displacement is also a tangible form of violence. People suffer traumatic experiences when 

dislocated from their homes and are subjected to social, cultural and psychological travails. 

Edward said in his essay Reflection on Exile essentially explains the issue of exile in a 

comprehensive manner: 

Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience. It is the 

unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between the 

self and its true home: its essential sadness can never be surmounted. And 

while it is true that literature and history contain heroic, romantic, glorious 

even triumphant episodes in an exile’s life, there are no more than efforts 

meant to overcome the crippling sorrow of estrangement. The achievements of 

exile are permanently undermined by the loss of something left behind 

forever. (137) 
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Nur, the granddaughter of Mamdouh suffers from the pain of displacement. After her 

grandfather’s death, she is not taken good care by her Spanish mother, and her father-in-law 

sexually exploits her. She spends her childhood in different foster homes which make her 

physically and mentally sick. She always longed to join her grandfather’s family in Palestine, 

the land to which she is connected by heart. The pang of exile and dispossession of Nur’s life 

is highlighted in the lines: 

That to be alone in the world without a family or a clan or land or country 

means that one must live at the mercy of others. There are those who might 

take pity and those who will exploit and harm. One lives by the whims of the 

host, rarely treated with the dignity of a person, nearly always put in place. 

(89)  

Also, as refugees in Gaza, people are denied of their basic human rights and were forced to 

sleep on the earth with stones, insects, and animals. Men become jobless after bombings in 

Gaza, the result of which leads to frustration of not overcoming the family needs, thus 

domestic violence. For instance, Alwan’s husband Abdel Qader is not able to get any job and 

has to stand in queue for days for relief and ration with women and children. This makes him 

culpable of his manhood, mistreats Alwan and rebukes Nazmiyeh. Qader, however, feels 

guilty of this act and apologise to Alwan, his frustration thus become a source of aggression 

on women of his family. 

Conventionally, women in war are only victims of violence and oppression. However, 

women should not be seen as victims only despite victimisation at wartime and conflict. In 

the midst of chaos and destructions they play the key role in ensuring family livelihood and 

sustenance. They act as a life force to families and communities in the wake of destruction 

where life seems to get to an end. The portrayal of women characters by Abulhawa in the 
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novel is significant, in the sense that her characters stand out different atrocities inflicted 

upon them. Abulhawa represents the new paradigms of women as brave and resilient and 

highlights their experiences in the conflict. The topos of love and hope governs the lives of 

the woman characters. As refugees in Gaza, they find the best ways to live life. Nazmiyeh 

becomes the strong matriarch of the family after they are displaced to Gaza and looks after 

the entire family. Nur is the embodiment of the plight of Palestinians in exile who returns to 

her land for humanitarian cause and for love of her long-lost home. Alwan and Nazmiyeh 

support Abdel Qader during his tough and during crisis lurk in the family. Alwan after the 

death of her husband takes care of her paralysed son Khaled and other children all alone. The 

creation of these characters as brave and resilient provides a new shift to women 

representation as refugees in war time. The theme of joie de vivre, “life’s longing for itself” 

as Abulhwa puts it, predominate the story. Despite difficult circumstances, the women make 

the best out of the worst. For instance, the beekeeper widow would make delicious cuisines 

on occasions for all the neighbours for she is fond of cooking. There are marriages and 

ceremonies after in a while, no matter what situation they are, they live the moments dancing, 

singing, and sharing. Abulhawa states that it is the love and relationships that bind the 

characters together even though in a literal sense they are dispersed with no homes, and no 

land. This is clear from the lines in the novel as the narrator states the life of the family at the 

Gaza shore: 

Despite their growing encroachment of Israeli colonies and meaning guard 

towers, the family lived their days sustained by the gifts of sea, daily chors and 

toils, rumours, gossip, politics and defiance and love. (125) 

Regardless of all the pain and suffering the women of the community find their light in the 

dark. On days when electricity comes out after days of outages, they would sit together and 

watch their favourite Egyptian soap operas on television and live the rest of the days with 
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gossips. Abulhawa shows her women characters brave who support each other as she puts it 

in the novel when Amal and Nur meet for the first time in Gaza: 

Mama and Nur found in each other a shared fear of loss, loneliness, 

  and longing for love, and it made sisterhood from there. (251) 

Nur is financially sound and reunites with her lost family, thus achieving her independence. 

She identifies herself as one of the misplaced Palestinian who always yearned for her home 

and country. 

 Abulhawa’s has written her mainstream novel in a beautifully poetic way. The novel 

is partially autobiographical for most of the woman characters she asserts are invented from 

real- life characters, from her experiences and her memories. For example, Abulhawa at the 

event Harbour Front Literature Festival, during the promotion of the German translation of 

her novel in 2015 said, “With Nazmiyeh, I could see my own grandmother. She was a woman 

who was just as meddling, just as brave, and with a sharp tongue and a big heart.” The Novel 

actually underpins the Palestinian predicament under the Israeli occupation, yet it gives a 

clear idea of the state of women in war and conflict as an untouched theme. Abulhawa 

presents her women filled with passion, love, and hope which provides a different colour to 

the victimised women in oppression and in exile. Her characters stand out the usual through 

love and hope. Her way of characterisation describes the Palestinian sufferings directly or 

indirectly and the emotional traumas and atrocities of the displaced people and particularly 

the condition of women in exile, oppression and conflict. 

 

 

 



IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019                            1026                                                                                                                                     
 
 

References 

Abulhawa, Susan. The Blue Between Sky and Water. Bloomsbury, 2015. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/ topics/country/palestine, html  

https://en.qantara.de /content/the-blue-between-sky-and-water-by-susan-abulhawa-love- 

and-suffering-in-gaza 

https://www.theguardian.com /books/2015/aug/06/the-blue-between-sky-and-water-susan-

abulhawa-review-novel 

Nira, Yuval-Davis and Helm, Ruth. Gender and Nation. SAGE Publications, 1997. 

Said, Edward. Reflection on Exile and Other Essays. Hardvard University Press, 2000. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/
https://en.qantara.de/
https://www.theguardian.com/

